Introduction
============

New strategies in the teaching and learning of Nursing students suggest the combination of traditional education, focused on acquiring knowledge and shaping behaviors, with methodologies in which dimensions such as values, beliefs, feelings, experiences, or the circumstances of the students, are integrated, as well as creativity and critical thinking^(^ [@B1] ^)^.

These new trends require that students participate and interact directly in the learning process, an important challenge for academics. Some of the objectives that these new teaching approaches aim to cover are the following: acquiring knowledge, bringing theoretical concepts closer to those of the care practice, and getting students to come to a better understanding of complex nature/complex phenomena such as those related to health and care^(^ [@B2] ^)^.

As professors, if we want to teach students in that direction, we must promote experiences related to health-disease and care, as well as promote critical dialogue.

In this way, qualitative techniques and methods, framed in the interpretative and critical paradigms, have been used in different ways in the academic field of our discipline to promote this reflection^(^ [@B2] ^-^ [@B3] ^)^. Photography has also been used in the reflective educational sphere^(^ [@B4] ^-^ [@B7] ^)^, in order to create images and form knowledge about the social sphere. In that sense, there are studies that have used participatory photography or Photovoice. Photovoice is defined as a participatory method that allows people to "identify, represent, and enhance their community through a specific photographic technique"^(^ [@B8] ^)^. This participatory photography has three main goals: i) to enable people to record and reflect their community´s strengths and concerns, ii) to promote critical dialogue and knowledge about important issues through large and small group discussions of photographs and iii) to reach policymakers^(^ [@B8] ^)^. Since its development in the 1990s, with research centered in contexts of critical consciousness and feminist theory, the method has been used in health education and related fields^(^ [@B9] ^-^ [@B12] ^)^. Nowadays, it has value as an educational tool with Nursing students^(^ [@B13] ^-^ [@B14] ^)^.

This research aims to explore the potentialities of the Photovoice methodology to stimulate critical thinking in Nursing students about factors that affect individual and community health.

Social Determinants of Health (SDHs) are "the conditions in which people are born, grow, work, live, and age, and the wider set of forces and systems shaping the conditions of daily life"^(^ [@B15] ^)^. These circumstances are shaped by the distribution of money, power, and resources at the global, national, and local levels. The World Health Organization (WHO) asserts that the SDHs are mostly responsible for health inequities, for the unfair and avoidable difference in health status seen within and between countries. The key concepts are employment conditions, social exclusion, public health programs and social determinants, women and gender equity, early child development, globalization, health systems, measurement and evidence or urbanization^(^ [@B15] ^)^. Global initiatives^(^ [@B16] ^-^ [@B17] ^)^ have considered these social factors in their programs, in order to eliminate health disparities.

Regarding the WHO recommendations for health professionals, it seems to be interesting to address SDHs in the Nursing curricula and to promote critical thinking about it. Some researchers have promoted this critical thinking about the importance of the social and cultural dimension of health through the simulation method^(^ [@B18] ^)^ or service learning^(^ [@B19] ^)^, for instance.

In this way, as professors involved in a subject in which SDHs are integrated in its curricula, we proposed to reinforce their contents through community observation, introducing qualitative methodologies to explore their perceptions and to promote critical dialogue.

We wonder if Photovoice will allow the students to narrate their experiences and produce knowledge about their context.

The objective of the following research was to explore the potentialities of the Photovoice methodology to stimulate critical thinking on Social Determinants of Health.

Method
======

Design: An exploratory and descriptive study with a qualitative approach, using different steps of the Photovoice methodology (Photo-documentation, Photo-elicitation, and Exhibition in gallery)^(^ [@B12] ^)^.

Participants and Setting: The project was conducted from November 2018 to January 2019, in the Health Science School, León Campus, University of León (León, Spain). The University of León is a public university with approximately 10,200 students between degrees, Masters and Doctorates. The Nursing degree consists of 4 courses and has approximately 600 students.

For this teaching approach, all the students enrolled in the "Community Nursing" subject were invited to participate (convenience sampling). The subject takes place in the first semester of the second undergraduate year in Nursing.

Data collection: In a first session (2 hours), the concepts of the SDHs, the Photovoice methodology, and the project objectives were explained. The students were instructed to obtain photographs showing some of the factors, on a social level, that are decisive for the health of the people in their community. They had 15 days to obtain these photos (Photo-documentation), using their phones, tablets or cameras, and respecting the anonymity of the individuals who appeared in photographs (pixelating faces). They selected and printed 3 of these photographs and filled in 3 documents (one *per* photograph), titling each photograph, and answering the SHOWED mnemonic method. The SHOWED mnemonic method is composed by 5 questions: What do you See here? What is really Happening? How does this relate to Our lives? Why does this problem or strength Exist? What can we Do about it?^(^ [@B20] ^-^ [@B21] ^)^.

In a second session (2 hours), a participatory analysis of the data was carried out (Photo-elicitation). All the students were divided in 5 classrooms of approximately 20 students *per* class (91 students = 5 classes). Each classroom with 20 students was divided in groups (5 students *per* group). Firstly, in each group of 5, each student had to explain the 3 selected photographs to the other 4 students, using their SHOWED-based narratives. A discussion group was established, and they had to select the best 5 photographs that they thought best-reflected the SDHs of their community. Secondly, a discussion group was established between all the students of the classroom. They had to carry out a qualitative analysis of the photographs^(^ [@B8] ^)^, classifying them into categories. In order to identify the categories, the professor provided the students the WHO classification on SDHs. To ensure saturation of the data and of the categories emerged, the topics were compared and confirmed by all the groups of students.

Finally, a mural was constructed in each classroom, with the 20 photographs (1 mural *per* classroom = 5 murals) and all the murals were exhibited for a month in the hall of the Nursing school (Exhibition in gallery). Following recommendations of the Photovoice methodology^(^ [@B8] ^)^, this exhibition of images can promote critical debate in students community about SDHs, and invite to reflect on what they can do about it.

Considering that this research aimed to explore the potentialities of the Photovoice methodology in order to stimulate critical thinking, we created a questionnaire to be filled out by the students (paper). In it, they had to write their perceptions about this Photovoice experience.

The questionnaire was composed *ad-hoc*, and it consisted of 10 open questions, in order to know if Photovoice was perceived by the students as a good methodology related to stimulating reflective thinking and other skills. It was anonymous. The students had to complete it at the end of the second session.

The professor (IP) had an active role during the two sessions, promoting debate among the students and providing feedback in the discussion groups. She observed the participants, taking field notes of the relevant conversations and attitudes of the different discussion groups.

The data collected from the questionnaires were qualitatively analyzed manually^(^ [@B22] ^)^: i) pre-analysis, ii) exploration of the data, iii) treatment of the results by inference and interpretation. The meaningful units were searched, codified, and grouped into main categories, derived from the data. A qualitative matrix was elaborated, with categories, subcategories, and textual citations. The emerged categories were discussed between the IP and the students, and an external colleague (expert in qualitative analysis and in participatory methods with students) validated the data.

The notes obtained from the field notes (observation of the participants) and the photographs helped to triangulate the information obtained from the questionnaires and to confirm data saturation. The conclusions were shown to the students, in order to confirm them. The data obtained were relevant both in the concrete context and in others, comparing with other research studies. The results were validated as rigorous in the design, in the process to obtain the data, and in the interpretation. An attitude of self-criticism was maintained throughout the process, to achieve reflexivity.

Ethical aspects: An informed consent was requested from the students, allowing the use of their photographs and of their answers to the questionnaire for the research. The Ethics Committee of the University of León (ETICA-ULE-037-2018) approved the research.

Results
=======

All the students enrolled in the subject (a total of ninety-one) participated in the Photovoice experience and answered the questionnaire. They were from 19 to 37 years old, 71 of them were female, and 20 were men.

The results were obtained from a qualitative analysis of the questionnaires, of the notes obtained from the field notes (observation of the participants), and of the photographs.

Two main categories emerged from the data: Photovoice is a good methodology to stimulate critical thinking on SDHs, and Photovoice is a good methodology to stimulate other skills. In Matrix 1 we can see the categories and subcategories emerged from the data. Moreover, we showed some representative photographs and meaningful units that emerged from the data, as examples ([Figure 1](#f1){ref-type="fig"}).

Figure 1Categories, subcategories and some representative photographs/meaningful units emerged from the data

Following the definition from the WHO, the students classified all the photographs in 10 categories, corresponding to employment conditions, social exclusion, public health programs and social determinants, women and gender equity, early child development, globalization, health systems, measurement, and evidence or urbanization. In this way, on one hand, they realized which the SDHs are in the communities that interfere in health. Moreover, all of the photographs were placed on an Individual, Community, or Socio-cultural/environmental level.

Some of them answered that thinking about the SDHs of their neighborhood, photographing, and discussing about them helped them to realize different daily situations that go unnoticed, but which are interfering in their health.

Situations such as riding a bicycle to the university (individual), practicing sports with a group of friends (community), or the importance or support and care in early life (environmental) were some of the situations photographed by the students.

C24, for example, wrote that *Thinking about what I could take a photograph of forced me to think about the large number of situations or events that negatively affect our health. Photographing these situations helped me to raise awareness of the problem (\...) to offer a critical eye that facilitates access to situations of rank in which to think (\...). It helps me to improve the capacity for critical and analytical debate.*

C26 said, *This helped me to realize that there are many factors that affect our health, some see them far away (social exclusion) although they may be closer than we think.*

C32, *I had to analyze my environment looking for the determinants of health, which often go unnoticed. This is useful because many times we only consider these things in the classroom and not outside.*

On the other hand, they realized the different points of view of the same determinant/situation.

For instance, C78 said, *It has allowed me to appreciate other ways of seeing the same thing, since, when sharing, everyone saw the same photo with a different nuance.*

C79 told, *It has made me reflect on the amount of things that a photograph can tell me, or even on the amount of things that I can tell the others, an image has a great impact on people.*

The students wrote that Photovoice allowed them to promote other skills, classified in five categories:

\- To express beliefs and values: The students said that photographing their community and discussing in the classroom helped them to externalize beliefs and values. For example, showing usual habits in young people, habits which have a negative impact on their health.

C7 wrote, *This brings some ability to express feelings and sensations, which is something that is usually difficult.* And C8, *It helps us to empower ourselves and move forward with our ideas.*

\- To stimulate creativity: In order to look for special photographs, the students had to stimulate creativity and imagination. *During the process of taking pictures I enjoyed a lot, thinking about what to do, how to do it, being as creative as possible. The fact of discussing and choosing the photos in class, with my group, has been very exciting (\...) this is my experience (...) to think differently, it is a very creative work, and it requires seeing another vision of things* (C2); *An entertaining and artistic way to see the determinants of health since they have seen very original and inspiring images (\...). It can be used to develop ingenuity and imagination* (C9).

\- To develop research skills: Some students qualified the Photovoice methodology as interesting for their present and their future. During their studies, to develop projects, the final degree project for instance. In the future, it can be implemented in the community, because they were considered easy to do, and easy to explain to people (older individuals for instance, or regardless of their cultural level).

C2 said, *To carry out projects or courses more dynamically and even to do the Final Degree Project*; C8, *Useful, yes, because it is simple to perform and can be implemented anywhere (hospitals, residences, health centers)*; C42, *Yes, because visual information is more striking and easier to remember*"; And C46, *It is easier to acquire knowledge because it is within reach of any cultural level.*

\- To strengthen ties with others, empathize: Having to choose and discussing photographs and situations helped them to strengthen ties with their classmates, to improve integration in class, and to be empathetic: *This brings empathy* (C5); *This helps us to cooperate and choose without competing the most appropriate photography* (C8); *This brings you a little closer to the classmates, makes you work as a team doing something unusual in the faculty* (C21); *It helps to encourage teamwork. In addition, it helps to improve the group's relationship* (C25); *Greater complicity and great knowledge of how to work in a team* (C90).

\- To draw attention of social problems: According to some students, showing the photographs to other students/community (school) was interesting in order to draw attention and to promote reflection. In addition, photography became a vehicle through which to report social problems. *People become aware of real life and of what influences their day to day. They do not realize it because they do it daily* (C56); *It is a very visual way of raising awareness among people that there are many harmful habits that are normalized in society* (C65); *I think in this way you can draw the attention of people and influence something to change their habits*" (C91).

Discussion
==========

We found some Nursing research highlighting the use of photography as a valid tool to encourage reflective learning experiences about aspects related to health^(^ [@B7] ^,^ [@B23] ^)^. Using photographs (not pre-existing photos, but photographs taken by students, as in our study), some authors^(^ [@B6] ^,^ [@B24] ^)^ concluded that participatory photography encourages Nursing students to critically interoperate about culture and values. In the same way, but explicitly using the Photovoice methodology, in other research study, the students took photographs and reflected on different concepts of Nursing care^(^ [@B13] ^)^.

The results of these studies are in line with those obtained in our study, showing how photographic fieldwork and the Photovoice methodology can be good tools to incorporate in Nursing practices in the classroom. The goal: to stimulate, in a participatory way, critical thinking about aspects related to health and care.

Regarding the use of photography as a tool to stimulate other skills like expressing beliefs and values, our results are in line with several studies, which mentioned how photography can help students to express perceptions, emotions, cultural competences, or to develop empathy or engagement^(^ [@B23] ^-^ [@B24] ^)^. Some authors^(^ [@B14] ^,^ [@B24] ^)^ described photography as a tool to stimulate creativity and imagination of the students as well. Regarding the use of these techniques to enhance links with other classmates and strengthen collaboration and relationships (as in our research), there are studies that also mentioned it^(^ [@B13] ^-^ [@B14] ^,^ [@B24] ^)^. Finally, in order to capture the attention of the community to promote reflection and changes, in line with our results, some research studies^(^ [@B14] ^)^ also highlighted how reflective photography by the students allowed encouraging the needs of the community.

Concerning the limitations of our research, the time to do the discussion groups (2 hours) might have conditioned the students' perceptions on the usefulness of this method. In other way, the fact of collecting the perceptions through questionnaires could have limited the answers, because of the short time that the students had to write, and the reduced space in the paper. For this reason, as future lines of research, it would be interesting to develop this type of photographic fieldwork experiences with more sessions, and to collect students' perceptions through discussion groups or interviews, apart from questionnaires. Moreover, it would be interesting to apply this Photovoice methodology to other themes related to health and care.

In relation to the contributions of this research to the advancement of Nursing knowledge: SDHs is a topic that is considered essential in health policies at a global level^(^ [@B16] ^-^ [@B17] ^)^. Therefore, as future nurses, and as future agents of health change, students must know it first-hand. The fact of using participatory methods in classroom with Nursing students is a good and different way to stimulate critical thinking on SDHs^(^ [@B18] ^-^ [@B19] ^)^. This Photovoice experience with SDHs was original and novel: students using cameras/mobiles, reflecting both in the classroom and out of the classroom, participating in discussion groups, and cooperating to select the best photos, enriching themselves with the opinions of others, and constructing murals in order to draw attention and to promote the reflection of their community about SDHs. Photography is a usual tool that young people use daily to communicate and express themselves (Instagram or WhatsApp, for example). For this reason, regarding the Photovoice methodology, the fact of introducing tools as photography in teaching, considered common and attractive to young students, together with the simplicity of its realization, and its low cost (for students and professors alike), can encourage professors to introduce the Photovoice methodology in the Nursing academic field, in themes so current as SDHs. Something that has been considered only discreetly in teaching about health/care^(^ [@B12] ^,^ [@B14] ^,^ [@B24] ^)^.

Conclusion
==========

We explore the potentialities of the Photovoice methodology. Photovoice is an original, attractive, simple, and economical tool to stimulate critical thinking on SDHs. Moreover, this methodology can stimulate other skills. The Photovoice methodology can be considered in teaching about aspects related to health/care in Nursing students, in order to promote critical thinking of the future agents of health change.

This article refers to the call "Educational technologies and innovative teaching methods in the training of human resources in health".
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